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Vice Provost for Research The University of Kansas etter do it…or someone else will" is the tacit subtitle of this paper. There is so much attention today on the role of the research university in economic development that any number of people and organizations, both local and nationwide, think they understand what needs to happen. And to no one's surprise, not all the opinions being put forth agree. So each of us in our own universities needs to be affirmative and thoughtful about this, or others with differing agendas will gladly step in and define our role for us.
Much is being asked of universities today; the impetus for universities to play a key role in economic development is but one of the best examples. As part of an effort to define and publicize, both on and off campus, the role of The University of Kansas in economic development, I will share some questions I solicited on this topic from KU colleagues. The questions will help define the way we want to go or not, as KU assumes a larger role in economic development in the state and the region.
Setting the stage
A recent article in the Chronicle of Higher Education headlined "The University as Economic Savior" described how higher education is replacing industry in some cities as the largest and most important employer. 1 As a result, we "face both 1 Fisher, Karin, "The University as Economic Savior," Chronicle of Higher Education, July 14, 2006, 52:45, A18. support and unrealistic expectations." An example of the latter is a 2003 op-ed in the Seattle newspaper, declaring that the University of Washington may be bigger than Boeing as a local economic asset. 2 The Chronicle article focused on Rochester, New York, where the Rochester Institute of Technology-not Kodak-is now the largest employer.
As universities take on a larger role in economic development, the question arises of where in the institution should this function be administered? For example, the senior research officer's title at Iowa State University is Vice Provost for Research and Economic Development (emphasis the author's). By history or default, and because of a natural connection with technology transfer, the economic development role seems attached to the research office in many if not most universities, even if it isn't in the title. That is not necessarily a bad thing, if the research office has the staff, structure, funding, and mandate to be successful. But it may be only an assumption that economic development administration is within the research office; in reality it may be highly decentralized.
At KU, as with many large research universities, there are a number of policies and procedures relating to intellectual property, consulting, research agreements, research center formation, etc. that all relate in part to economic development. And through the work of the faculty and various centers, responsibility for economic development is decentralized. There is no office of economic development per se. For this and other reasons, it is a good time to work through an exercise that helps the university agree on what it is we want to be as an engine of economic development and to make a written record of our conclusions. 
What Questions Should We Ask?
As we began to think more deeply about this topic at KU, we envisioned a completed description of the university's role in economic development that included the processes, policies, and organization. But to get to that full description, what questions needed to be addressed? To start, we distributed a brief, unscientific survey to many KU faculty active in research, invention, and technology transfer. It was a one question survey: "What should we be asking ourselves as we move forward in formally defining the university's role in economic development?" We received quick responses from this select groupaided no doubt by the brevity of the survey-and from these submissions we distilled about 40 distinct questions.
I will review many of these questions, but I'll not provide answers. The answers arise from the role-defining exercise.
A primary question is, "Should we be doing this at all?" Even when the answer is an immediate and enthusiastic "yes," we ought to explain why. The explanation of why we engage in economic development is an important component of succeeding at it.
Next, though it sounds like a religious question, we have to ask how economic development relates to the mission of the university. Talking about economic development as a new, fourth leg of the mission is one way to look at it. But economic development also can be seen as the central part of our existing mission. We can hang the whole thing on the teaching mission, if we wish to, in terms of entrepreneurial education, as a facet of life we want our students to learn about. KU offers courses in entrepreneurship in cooperation with the Office of Technology Transfer and we host internships and provide other opportunities for students to participate in economic development activities. From a research perspective, having companies allied with the university and having new companies around is important. All of this hinges on having good faculty, and today's faculty are interested in this. It's becoming a significant factor in faculty retention and recruitment, and is a public service.
Another question is, "What does the public expect?" I had lunch with one of our major researchers/innovators. He said all this should be measured in terms of benefit to the state. "How is this benefiting someone in western Kansas? How does this help my life?" Yet another question is, "Should we write this down?" What we are really talking about is making sure everyone is on the same page and that we state it clearly.
Another KU researcher asked, "What are the outcomes and how do we measure them?" We get all sorts of comments from the public about what we ought to be doing in this realm. We can rattle off factoids such as "The KU Lawrence campus produces spin off companies at about one and a half to two times the national average, in terms of per million dollars of research" or, "We produce 75% of all the start ups in the state." Several faculty members have been enriched in this process. But we always get a roomful of glazed eyes when we say this. An interesting and inevitable conversation revolves around economic development activities. How should all this play into promotion and tenure decisions? If it does, what are the appropriate incentives and rewards? Usually, when I see the word incentives, I assume that means money. But here is the real money question, and the question I often ask: "Who pays" for the university's economic development activities? We have to answer that question and a related one about whether a university should act as venture capitalist.
Another question: "Would we be better off just turning the intellectual property over to the company in return for an upfront license fee?" There are legal and financial implications to this, but it's a legitimate question. Sometimes faculty complain about the technology transfer process. Sure, it can always be done better, but some difficulties arise when faculty members sometimes don't realize the ball is in their court when working through the tech transfer maze.
The February 2006 issue of Inc. contained a provocative article by Carl Schramm, president and CEO of the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation in Kansas City; 3 Chancellor Hemenway called it to my attention immediately. Schramm was saying, basically, that all universities-except for five-are greedy, bureaucratic, and other words that the chancellor underlined for my benefit. Schramm gave his list of "five universities you can do business with": UC-Berkeley, Caltech, Stanford, MIT, and UW-Madison. At about the same time, a major chemical company that was part of a consortium involved with one of our major research centers approached KU. They wanted the university to conduct some fundamental research for them and, of course, assign the intellectual property to them as well. The faculty and leaders of the center were basically on board with this, so we were faced with a decision. With Schramm's article fresh in my mind, I asked our technology transfer officer to contact the five favored universities, telling them our situation and asking what they would do in our place. He called all five. One laughed, another said "never, never, never," and the others replied "of course not!" So being "friendly" apparently doesn't involve caving in. (It turned out that our two university partners in this center said that they would not agree to such an arrangement either.) I was at a meeting in Chicago recently and I brought this up with the speaker, Carl Gulbrandsen, managing director of the justly famous Wisconsin Alumni Research Foundation (WARF). Gulbrandsen laughed about the article and the attention he was getting as a result. He observed that what it really boils down to is, with time, WARF has developed relationships with a set of companies like the one KU was dealing with. He said such companies are a problem for everyone. His advice? Just don't deal with them. That may be fine for a huge operation like WARF, but it may not be for an institution the size of KU. Being a university you can do business with does have something to do with who you are and the size of your institution. If you're large enough, you can be selective.
To return to the questions: Should for-profit companies be adjacent to campus? There are various models, including research parks and incubators. At KU, Higuchi Hall once housed a Merck operation. This meant the company was literally on our campus but on property legally owned by the Endowment Association. KU has since taken over the building and converted it for research. Having a company on campus is not novel at KU, but the question is still worth asking.
Should the economic development activity be independent of the research office? If so, to whom should it report? A related question came from one of our research centers that does a lot of innovation:
"How far up the commercialization chain should a university go?" We start out inventing and managing intellectual property, but how far do we go before some one else takes over? And should we give preference in this to local companies?
Finally, there was a flurry of questions related to protecting the faculty from conflicts of interest, reevaluating the conflict of interest policy to allow greater flexibility, the possibility of starting companies in departments and research centers, and the possible involvement of non-tenure track faculty and persons from outside the university. The questions from my survey appear at the end of this article.
This exercise struck me as a good starting point for looking at what's on the minds of our faculty who are starting companies and working with intellectual property. There is a difference, after all, between being an ally with a business and becoming a business. I don't envision companies buying KU's Jayhawk mascot and slapping their logo all over, but there is a question of how far we are willing to go in pursuit of economic development.
As KU moves forward with this initiative, this is a good time to ask these basic questions. As we answer them, we will convey our goals and our values to the public, and we'll be letting them know better what their public university is all about. 
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